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CITY COUNCIL 
 RESOLUTION NO. ________ 

SITE DEVELOPMENT PERMIT NO. 482374 
BALBOA PARK – PLAZA DE PANAMA 

PROJECT NO. 233958 (MMRP) 
 

DRAFT 
 

WHEREAS, THE CITY OF SAN DIEGO, Owner, and THE PLAZA DE 

PANAMA COMMITTEE, a 501(c)(3) non-profit entity, Permittee, filed an application 

with the City of San Diego for a Site Development Permit to implement the proposed 

Balboa Park Plaza de Panama Circulation and Parking Structure project, known as the 

Balboa Park – Plaza de Panama project, located in the Central Mesa area of Balboa Park, 

within the Balboa Park National Historic Landmark District, in Council District 3, and 

legally described as that portion of land designated “City Park Preservation,” which lies 

within the Pueblo Lands of San Diego, County of San Diego, State of California, 

according to Miscellaneous Map Thereof No. 36, by James Pascoe, filed in the Office of 

the County Recorder of San Diego County, being a portion of Pueblo Lot 1135 and 

Pueblo Lot 1136 of said Pueblo Lands according to Miscellaneous Map Thereof No. 35, 

by Charles H. Poole, filed in the Office of the County Recorder of San Diego County 

(APN:  a portion of 534-450-08 and 760-212-51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 78 and 79), in the 

Balboa Park Plan area; and 

WHEREAS, on June 7, 2012, the Planning Commission of the City of San Diego 

considered Site Development Permit (SDP) No. 482374, and pursuant to Resolution No. 

______-PC voted to recommend _____________ of the Permit; and 

WHEREAS, under Charter section 280(a)(2) this resolution is not subject to veto 

by the Mayor because this matter requires the City Council to act as a quasi-judicial body 
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and where a public hearing was required by law implicating due process rights of 

individuals affected by the decision and where the Council was required by law to 

consider evidence at the hearing and to make legal findings based on the evidence 

presented; and 

WHEREAS, the matter was set for public hearing on 

___________________________, testimony having been heard, evidence having been 

submitted, and the City Council having fully considered the matter and being fully 

advised concerning the same; NOW, THEREFORE, 

BE IT RESOLVED, by the Council of the City of San Diego, that it adopts the 

following findings with respect to Site Development Permit No. 482374: 

SITE DEVELOPMENT PERMIT - SECTION 126.0504  

A. Findings for all Site Development Permits (126.0504(a)): 

1. The proposed development will not adversely affect the applicable Land 
Use Plan.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The project is 
located within the Central Mesa Subarea of Balboa Park.  The applicable 
land use documents are the Balboa Park Master Plan, originally adopted by 
City Council in 1989, most recently amended in 2004; the Central Mesa 
Precise Plan, adopted by City Council in 1992, also most recently amended 
in 2004; and the City of San Diego General Plan, which was 
comprehensively updated and adopted by City Council in 2008.   
 
Collectively, the General Plan, Balboa Park Master Plan and Central Mesa 
Precise Plan establish goals and policies of creating a more pedestrian 
oriented environment within the park, reducing automobile and pedestrian 
conflicts, improving public access, increasing free and open parkland, 
restoring landscape areas and restoring the Prado and Palisades to a center for 
cultural activities and special events.  The proposed development would 
implement these goals and policies by removing parking and through traffic 
within the Prado and restoring the area to pedestrian use, which would open 
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up opportunities for cultural activities, special events and general public 
enjoyment of the park without interfacing with vehicles.   
 
Asphalt paving will be removed from the Plaza de California, El Prado, Plaza 
de Panama, Mall and Pan American Road and replaced by subtly colored and 
scored concrete paving that compliments the surrounding architecture.  Other 
features include removable chairs and tables, shade trees, benches and two 
shallow reflecting pools in the Plaza de Panama to help activate these areas 
and enhance the visitor experience.    
 
Additionally, the improved circulation system would put an emphasis on safe 
pedestrian travel through the park that would also be accessible to people 
with all abilities. Vehicles entering the park from the west would be re-routed 
to a bypass road that would lead visitors through the Alcazar Parking Lot for 
possible drop off, valet, disabled parking, or on to the Organ Pavilion 
Parking Structure, where they can park and take the tram or walk to nearby 
cultural and recreational uses within the Central Mesa.  A rooftop park, at 
grade with the Organ Pavilion and International Cottages, will incorporate 
formal gardens, similar to what was present in 1935, and provide additional 
free and open parkland for visitors.  Removing vehicles from the Mall and 
Pan American Road, combined with a grade separated crossing of Centennial 
Road, will provide a pedestrian and tram link between the Prado and 
Palisades areas, free of vehicle conflicts.  
  
The proposed project consists of eliminating automobile traffic from the 
Plaza de California, West Prado, Plaza de Panama, the Mall and Pan 
American Road East for conversion to pedestrian spaces, constructing a 
bypass bridge (Centennial Bridge) and road, reconfiguring the Alcazar 
Parking Lot for accessible parking, drop-off and valet staging, and the 
construction of the Organ Pavilion Parking Structure, with a rooftop park.   
 
Although the proposed Centennial Bridge component would be inconsistent 
with several policies found in the Urban Design, Recreation, and Historic 
Preservation Elements of the General Plan, it would not adversely affect the 
General Plan and the project as a whole would be consistent with several of 
the goals and policies of San Diego General Plan, as described below.   
 
The development’s proposal to remove cars from the Plaza de California, El 
Prado, Plaza de Panama, the Mall and Pan American Road East to create a 
more pedestrian oriented environment would implement goals in the 
Mobility Element of the General Plan for creating a safe and comfortable 
environment, and a complete, functional, and an interconnected pedestrian 
network that is accessible to pedestrians of all abilities.  The development 
would also implement the recommendation in the Urban Design Element for 
designing and retrofitting streets to improve walkability, bicycling, and 
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transit integration; to strengthen connectivity; and to enhance community 
identity. 
 
The proposed development would also implement the Conservation Element 
goal for the protection and expansion of a sustainable urban forest by 
transplanting or replacing trees that would be impacted by construction and 
adding a total of 429 trees consisting of a variety of palm, deciduous, and 
evergreen trees.   
 
Additionally, the proposed development would implement Conservation 
Element policies for implementing sustainable landscape design and meet the 
Urban Design Element goal of a built environment that respects the City’s 
natural environment and climate by selecting plant species consistent with 
the palettes and themes of adjacent landscapes which would also include a 
variety of native, non-native and drought tolerant plant species as well as 
including  irrigation systems that would incorporate water saving technology,  
minimizing lawn areas within the rooftop park, and planting deciduous and 
evergreen trees within the restored open park areas to reduce the heat island 
effects. 
 
The development’s proposal for the rehabilitation of the Plaza de California 
and Plaza de Panama and the removal of cars from the Plaza de California, El 
Prado, the Plaza de Panama, the Mall and Pan American Road East would 
restore the historic design of these areas and meet the Historic Preservation 
Element goal of preserving the City’s important historical resources by 
returning these areas to pedestrian only use consistent with the 1915 and 
1935 Expositions. Further, reactivating these areas for pedestrian use is 
consistent with  specific recommendations of the Central Mesa Precise Plan 
(as amended by the proposed Amendment thereto) and will reclaim 
approximately 6.3 acres of free and open parkland that will enhance the 
cultural and recreational uses within the core of the park while preserving the 
historic character of the Central Mesa.   
 
The proposed development would meet the goal in the Recreation Element 
for having park and recreation facilities that are sited to optimize access by 
foot, bicycle, public transit, automobile, and alternative modes of travel by 
proposing to restore pedestrian uses in locations presently dominated by 
vehicular traffic with the Central Mesa of Balboa Park and the 
implementation of  an expanded tram system through the Central Mesa that 
would connect parking facilities and institutions, and enhancing overall 
access and circulation. 
 
Despite the conflicts related to the proposal of the Centennial Bridge 
component, the proposed development would be consistent with a majority 
of the goals and policies of the General Plan, the Balboa Park Master Plan 
and the Central Mesa Precise Plan and overall would restore pedestrian and 
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park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of Balboa Park and alleviate 
pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  Therefore, the proposed development would 
not adversely affect the applicable land use plans. 
 

2. The proposed development will not be detrimental to the public health, 
safety and welfare.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The proposed 
development as currently designed will not be detrimental to the public 
health, safety and welfare.  The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking 
Structure project, consisting of grading, roadways, utilities, drainage 
infrastructure and reclamation of free and open parkland, has been designed 
to conform to the City of San Diego’s codes, policies and regulations whose 
primary focus is the protection of the public health, safety and welfare.  The 
project is consistent with the Consultants Guide to Park Design and 
Development of the Park and Recreation Department. 

 
The grading proposed in conjunction with the proposed improvements will 
not result in soil erosion, silting of lower slopes, slide damage, flooding, 
severe scarring or any other geological instability which would affect public 
health, safety and welfare as approved by the City Engineer.  All vegetation 
disturbed by grading, will be re-vegetated in a manner that will provide slope 
stability and will include trees, shrubs and low profile, spreading varieties of 
ground cover to provide erosion control protection.   
 
The proposed project will have adequate levels of essential public services 
available and will not have a significant impact on the provision of such 
services.  There will be no effect on the Fire - Rescue Department’s response 
times as a result of the project.  The project will not increase the demand for 
police protection services, nor will it change their response times to the site.  
Other services, such as sewer, water, power, waste management, signage, 
way finding and visitor information will be adequately provided. 
 
Storm water impacts from the proposed project will be mitigated through 
Construction Best Management Practices (BMPs), Low Impact 
Development, Source Control BMPs and Treatment Control BMPs.  This 
will include the installation of bio retention areas, preservation of existing 
trees and shrubs, minimizing impervious services, installing filtration devices 
in inlets and vegetated swales.   
 
All State of California Building, Fire, Plumbing, Electrical, and Mechanical 
Codes as well as San Diego Municipal Code regulations governing the 
construction and continued operation of the development apply to this project 
to prevent adverse effects to those persons or other properties within the 
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park.  Prior to actual construction of the project, City staff will review 
building permit and site improvement plans  for conformance with the 
California Building Code and Land Development Code to assure structural, 
mechanical, electrical, plumbing and site access components are designed to 
protect the public’s health, safety and welfare.  

  
3. The proposed development will comply with regulations of the Land 

Development Code including any allowable deviations pursuant to the 
Land Development Code.  
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The proposed 
project has been designed to comply with the regulations of the Land 
Development Code, including requirements for grading, landscaping, 
parking, signage, utilities, and public parks.  A deviation from street design 
standards is requested to reduce the impacts to the park land within the 
project limits, which is within the National Historic Landmark District. The 
Site Development Permit includes approved deviations from the standard 
commercial local street section, which per the City’s Street Design Manual 
shall include a parkway width of 20 feet, with 8% maximum grade and a 
minimum curb radius of 290 feet.  The proposed Centennial Road would 
have 14-foot lanes (no pedestrian walkways) with a 28 foot curb-to-curb 
width and a minimum curb radius of 83 feet.  Grades would comply with 
standards.  The proposed Centennial Bridge will also have 14-foot travel 
lanes, but would also include an 8-foot pedestrian walkway along the outer 
radius of the bridge separated from vehicular traffic by a barrier.  The 
proposed deviation serves to minimize encroachment into the 
environmentally sensitive lands and protect park land. 

     
The required findings for the deviation from the Environmentally Sensitive 
Lands Regulation, adopted in 2000 as part of the City’s Land Development 
Code with respect to encroachment into steep hillsides, are set forth below. 
Therefore, the project will comply with the regulations and allowable 
deviations pursuant to the Land Development Code. 
 

B. Supplemental Findings – Environmentally Sensitive Lands (126.0504(b)): 

1. The site is physically suitable for the design and siting of the proposed 
development and the development will result in minimum disturbance to 
environmentally sensitive lands.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The proposed 
improvements to the Central Mesa Subarea of Balboa Park occur primarily 
within the footprint of existing park facilities.  The project components are 
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compatible with restoring park land, improving access, parking and 
circulation for the continued use and enjoyment of visitors.  As a result, the 
site is physically suitable for the design and siting of the proposed project.   
 
The project will result in minimal disturbance to environmentally sensitive 
lands.  Approximately 8.8 % of the 15.4-acre site (1.35 acres) contains steep 
hillsides; however most of these steep slopes within the project area are not 
natural, but are instead the result of previous manmade disturbances that have 
occurred during the 95-plus year occupation of the Central Mesa.  These 
disturbances are evident through historic photos showing activities associated 
with planting non-native trees within Cabrillo Canyon and Palm Canyon, 
grading and improvements associated with the creation of the Alcazar 
parking lot and slope grading associated with the access road to the 
maintenance facility in Gold Gulch.  Project grading would encroach into 
0.12 acre of the project’s steep hillsides; this is 0.79 % of the total project 
area.  Although portions of Balboa Park are within the MHPA, proposed 
project components are not within locations that contain sensitive biological 
resources.  The offsite component at the Arizona Street Landfill is adjacent to 
the MHPA, however this location also does not contain sensitive biological 
resources.  Regardless, because the location is adjacent to MHPA, the project 
is implementing land use adjacency guidelines measures to reduce potential 
impact. Therefore, the site is physically suitable for the design and siting of 
the proposed development and the development will result in minimum 
disturbance to environmentally sensitive lands.   
 

2. The proposed development will minimize the alteration of natural land 
forms and will not result in undue risk from geologic and erosional 
forces, flood hazards, or fire hazards.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The site will be 
graded in a manner that preserves the existing topography and canyons that 
surround the Central Mesa.  Current drainage patterns will be preserved and 
volumes of runoff will remain consistent with pre-project conditions. The 
design of the Centennial Bridge is intended to preserve, to the maximum 
extent possible, the natural look and land form of the Cabrillo Canyon.  The 
bridge deck is designed to have a low profile, while the horizontal curvature 
of the bridge structurally allows for narrow columns and smaller abutments. 

 
The reconfiguration of the Alcazar Parking Lot will be constructed within the 
footprint of the existing parking lot but sloped to accommodate disabled 
access, while maintaining the natural edge conditions through a combination 
of re-vegetated slopes and small retaining walls that are visually screened 
through landscaping.  Walls will be of materials already used in the park. 
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Grading associated with the 3-level underground Organ Pavilion Parking 
Structure and rooftop park will occur within the footprint of the existing 
surface parking lot. Although approximately 142,000 cubic yards of earth 
will be displaced, the resulting structure will be level with the surrounding 
grades of the Organ Pavilion and International Cottages.  The east side of the 
structure will be exposed to Gold Gulch to allow natural lighting and 
ventilation.  Contour grading and landscaping on this side will provide a 
transition to the existing land form. 
 
As the Bypass Road approaches the Organ Pavilion Parking Structure it will 
slope downward in order to pass under the pedestrian promenade, which is 
level with the Organ Pavilion.  It will continue on around the north and east 
sides of the parking structure at grades necessary to enter the structure at the 
third and second levels.  This will require excavation within the footprint of 
the existing surface parking lot.  Terraced retaining walls, contour grading 
and landscape treatments will provide a smooth transition to existing 
landforms adjacent to this area.  Grading on the east side of the proposed 
parking structure will be approximately 15’ lower in elevation compared to 
the west side of the structure.  This will provide a transition down into Gold 
Gulch.  With the contour grading and transitional landscaping adjacent to 
Centennial Road, this area will mimic the pre-project landform.  
 
As outlined in the Preliminary Geotechnical Investigation, dated May 16, 
2011, there are no known faults located within the project site.  The nearest 
known active fault is the Rose Canyon Fault, located approximately 1 mile 
west Balboa Park.  The Rose Canyon Fault is the dominant source of 
potential ground motion that could occur at the site.  However, risk 
associated with ground rupture hazard is very low, due to the absence of 
active faults within the development area. Seismic design recommendations 
are incorporated into the above referenced report to mitigation for potential 
seismic activity. With the exception of possible strong seismic shaking, there 
are no other significant geologic hazards known to exist that would put undue 
risk on proposed structures within the development.    
 
Undue risk from erosion on manufactured slopes will be reduced and 
eventually eliminated by the plantings of trees, shrubs and ground covers.  
These plantings will occur just after the grading operation.  Undue risk from 
flood hazards will not be present since the proposed site is not within any 
mapped floodway or flood channel. 
 
Undue risk from fire hazards will be minimal because the project is not 
located within a brush fire hazard area.  In addition there are adequate fire 
hydrant services, street access and the presence of ornamental and 
permanently irrigated planting surrounding the project improvements.  All 
new structures will meet local and State fire codes.  Therefore, the proposed 
development will minimize the alteration of natural land forms and will not 



 

Page 9 
 

result in undue risk from geologic and erosional forces, flood hazards, or fire 
hazards.   
 

3. The proposed development will be sited and designed to prevent adverse 
impacts on any adjacent environmentally sensitive lands.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  Approximately 
99.21 % of the project’s improvements lie within previously-improved 
feature areas of the park, which includes roadways, parking areas, walkways, 
landscape areas and the Archery Range, which is designated as a restricted 
use area.  To minimize impacts to adjacent and historical park improvements, 
0.79 % of the project encroaches into steep hillsides.  These steep hillsides 
are not within the MHPA and do not contain sensitive biology. As described 
in the finding for 126.0504(a)(3), proposed roadways are designed with 
reduced parkways, minimum radii and road width to prevent adverse impacts 
on adjacent environmentally sensitive lands and existing park improvements. 

 
4. The proposed development will be consistent with the City of San 

Diego’s Multiple Species Conservation Program (MSCP) Subarea Plan.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The project site is 
with the City’s MSCP Subarea Plan.  Although portions of Balboa Park are 
within the MHPA, proposed project components are not within locations that 
contain sensitive biological resources.  The offsite component at the Arizona 
Street Landfill is adjacent to the MHPA, however this location also does not 
contain sensitive biological resources.  Regardless, because the location is 
adjacent to MHPA, the project is implementing land use adjacency 
guidelines measures to reduce potential impact.  Therefore, the proposed 
development will be consistent with the City of San Diego’s MSCP Subarea 
Plan. 

 
5. The proposed development will not contribute to the erosion of public 

beaches or adversely impact local shoreline sand supply.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The project is 
located approximately 5.6 miles from the Pacific Ocean and approximately 
1.5 miles from the San Diego Bay.  The project implements drainage design 
features to ensure that storm water runoff volumes do not increase when 
compared to pre-project conditions.  These features include increasing the 
permeable surfaces, installing inlet filters, use of vegetated swales and 
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avoiding diversion of existing drainage courses within the project site.  
Installing ground covers, shrubs, trees and planting slopes once grading is 
complete will minimize erosion from newly graded areas.  Therefore, the 
proposed development will not contribute to the erosion of public beaches or 
adversely impact local shoreline sand supply.   
 

6. The nature and extent of the mitigation required as a condition of the 
permit is reasonably related to, and calculated to alleviate, negative 
impacts created by the proposed development.    

 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The project 
incorporates design measures that reduce impacts to steep hillsides to below 
a level of significance.  These include the use of retaining walls, minimizing 
the width of roadways and parkways, incorporating minimum centerline radii 
of curves and keeping the graded elevations of the roadways and 
improvements as close to the existing landform as possible.  These measures 
result in 0.12 acre of impact to the steep hillsides.  These impacts are shown 
on figure 4.1-9 of the FEIR and occur at the abutments of Centennial Bridge, 
along the western edges of Alcazar Parking Lot and Centennial Road at the 
rim of Palm Canyon.  In accordance with the Site Development Permit and 
the Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program (MMRP), areas of impacts 
will be re-vegetated with plant species that are consistent with the 
surrounding landscape, graded slopes shall have a maximum slope of 2:1 and 
storm water runoff will be directed away from the steep hillsides. 

 
Potential significant impacts could result from the placement of export, 
generated from the excavation of the parking structure, within the Arizona 
Street Landfill.  This activity has the potential to indirectly impact biological 
resources contained within the adjacent MHPA.  These potential impacts 
would be mitigated to below a level of significance with implementation of 
the Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program and compliance with the 
Site Development Permit Conditions, which requires conformance to the 
City’s MSCP Land Use Adjacency Guidelines through the preparation of 
construction drawings, processed through Development Services Department 
(DSD).  These drawings will show the existing and proposed grades, 
drainage details, areas of equipment storage and trash, location of fencing, 
lighting plans, landscaping plans and construction noise reduction measures.  
Prior to start of construction, a qualified Biologist will be retained to attend 
pre-construction meetings and monitor construction activities to ensure 
compliance with the MMRP.   
 
Therefore, the nature and extent of the mitigation required as a condition of 
the permit is reasonably related to, and calculated to alleviate, negative 
impacts created by the proposed development.    
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C. Supplemental Findings – Environmentally Sensitive Lands Deviations 

(126.0504(c)): 

 
1. There are no feasible measures that can further minimize the potential 

adverse effects on environmentally sensitive lands. 
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  To minimize 
impacts to adjacent and historical park improvements, the project 
incorporates design features into the bypass bridge, bypass road and 
associated grading.  These include minimizing the centerline radius to allow 
the road to horizontally fit within the existing landform, reducing the 
roadway widths, using retaining walls, increasing the span of the bridge to 
minimize the footprint of the abutments and setting road grades to match the 
existing topography.  As a result only 0.12-acre of environmentally sensitive 
lands is impacted.  The Environmental Impact Report considers 13 
alternative projects that would reduce overall project impacts, including some 
that would not have any impacts to environmentally sensitive lands.  
Alternatives that avoid or reduce this impact include the No Project, the 
Central Mesa Precise Plan, Stop Light-One Way, Modified Precise Plan 
without Parking Structure, and Half Plaza alternatives: these alternatives 
eliminate the proposed Centennial Bridge and allow vehicles to continue 
driving through the El Prado and Plaza de Panama.  Other alternatives that 
reduce impacts include the No New Parking Structure, Organ Pavilion 
Parking Structure, West Mesa Parking Structure and Inspiration Point 
Parking Structure:  these alternatives pedestrianize the Cabrillo Bridge, 
eliminating vehicle access from the west mesa.  

 
Each of these alternatives removes the Centennial Bridge as a component of 
the project and thereby lessens or avoids the potential adverse effects on 
environmentally sensitive lands.  Impacts to steep hillsides could be reduced 
to 0.09 acres, as compared to 0.12 acres for the proposed project.  However, 
alternatives associated with allowing vehicles to continue using the Plaza de 
California, El Prado, Plaza de Panama, the Mall and Pan American Road 
East as access do not allow for removing vehicles from these areas, 
minimizing pedestrian/vehicle conflicts, reclaiming of free and open park 
land and improving parking close to the institutions.  These alternatives 
would also result in significant and unmitigated traffic impacts within the El 
Prado and Plazas, as traffic volumes increase in the near term and horizon 
years.  The alternatives that pedestrianize the Cabrillo Bridge do remove 
vehicles from the Plaza de California, El Prado, Plaza de Panama, the Mall 
and Pan American Road East and they reclaim free and open park land.  
However, in these alternatives, vehicle access to the core of the Central Mesa 
would be restricted to Presidents Way, creating only a single entry to the 
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Alcazar Parking Lot, Palisades and Organ Pavilion areas.  There would be 
significant unmitigated traffic impacts in years 2015 and 2030.  The proposed 
project has no significant traffic impacts in 2015 and one mitigable traffic 
impact in 2030.   Walking distances to the institutions increase with the West 
Mesa Parking Structure and Inspiration Point Parking Structure alternatives.  
The walking distances increase by 1,206 feet and 1,730 feet respectively, 
when compared to the proposed project, which locates the parking structure 
southwest of the Organ Pavilion.   
 
There are no feasible mitigation measures, including project design or project 
alternatives, which can further minimize the impacts to environmentally 
sensitive lands. 

 
2. The proposed deviation is the minimum necessary to afford relief from 

special circumstances or conditions of the land, not of the applicant’s 
making.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  Approximately 8.8 
% of the 15.4 acre site (1.35 acres) contains steep hillsides.  Most of these 
steep slopes within the project area are not natural, but are instead the result 
of previous manmade disturbances that have occurred during the 95-plus year 
occupation of the Central Mesa.  These disturbances are evident through 
historic photos showing activities associated with planting non-native trees 
within Cabrillo Canyon and Palm Canyon, grading and improvements 
associated with the creation of the Alcazar Parking Lot and restroom. Project 
grading would encroach into only 0.12 acres of the project’s steep hillsides, 
which is 0.79 % of the total project area.  Approximately 0.11-acre of the 
total encroachment occurs in Cabrillo Canyon and is caused by the grading 
necessary for the bypass bridge abutments, which are minimized by 
increasing the span of the bridge and incorporating retaining walls.  The 
remaining 0.01-acre occurs in Palm Canyon just west of the Organ Pavilion 
and is caused by the grading of the bypass road, which is minimized by 
reducing the parkway width and incorporating a small retaining wall.  These 
encroachments allow for the rehabilitation of the Prado and the pedestrian 
promenade between the Prado and Palisades, without impacting the historic 
Organ Pavilion.   

 
D. Supplemental Findings – Steep Hillsides Development Area Regulations 

Alternative Compliance (126.0404(e)): 
 

1. The proposed development is in conformance with the Steep Hillsides 
Guidelines.   
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The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  This project, 
through the analysis of the Environmental Impact Report, and as outlined in 
these supplemental findings and conditioned in the Site Development Permit, 
follows the Steep Hillsides Guidelines of the Environmentally Sensitive 
Lands Section of the Municipal Code. 

 
2. The proposed development conforms to the applicable land use plan.  

 
 The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  Development 
within the Central Mesa is governed by the Balboa Park Master Plan (BPMP) 
and Central Mesa Precise Plan (CMPP).  The project, which includes 
eliminating vehicle traffic and parking from the Plaza de Panama, 
eliminating vehicle traffic in the El Prado and Plaza de California, 
constructing a new bypass road and bridge, reconfiguring Alcazar Parking 
Lot and walkway, eliminating vehicle traffic from the Mall and Pan 
American Road East and constructing the parking structure and rooftop park 
southwest of the Organ Pavilion, conforms to the goals and policies of both 
the BPMP and CMPP, as amended herein and made a part of this project 
application.  .  The project meets a number of specific recommendations 
outlined in the BPMP and CMPP that relate to providing a more pedestrian 
oriented environment with less pedestrian/vehicle conflicts, improving access 
through an integrated circulation system, preserving, enhancing and 
increasing free and open parkland, designing public spaces for a wide variety 
of cultural uses, recovering land used for parking, roads and restricted uses to 
open parkland and preserving the mix of cultural, and recreational uses 
within the park.  Therefore, the proposed development would conform with 
the applicable land use plan. 
 

3. Strict application of the steep hillside development area regulations 
would result in conflicts with other City regulations, policies, or plans.   
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  Approximately 1.35 
acres, or 8.8% of the project site contains steep hillsides with no sensitive 
biological resources.  As a result, strict compliance with the steep hillside 
regulations does not allow any encroachments, because over 25% of the 
project is outside the steep hillsides that are contained within the project site. 
Strict compliance with this regulation would result in conflicts with the goals 
of the BPMP and CMPP to provide an integrated circulation system, preserve 
open parkland and create a more pedestrian oriented environment.  Not 
allowing this minimal encroachment (0.12 acre) on the steep hillside that 
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contain no sensitive biology, will reduce the project’s ability to meet these 
goals. 

 
E. Supplemental Findings – Historical Resources Deviation for in Substantial 

Alteration of a Designated Historical Resource or Within a Historical District 
(126.0504(i)): 

 
1. There are no feasible measures, including a less environmentally 

damaging alternative, that can further minimize the potential adverse 
effects on the designated historical resource or historical district.  
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The underlying 
purpose of the Balboa Park Plaza de Panama Project is to return pedestrian 
and park uses to the Central Mesa and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts 
by removing vehicular circulation and parking from Plaza de Panama, West 
El Prado, Plaza de California,  the Mall, and Pan American Road East. 
Throughout the course of the proposed project assessment, a number of 
alternatives were evaluated.  Most of the alternatives that achieved the 
primary project objectives resulted in substantial adverse change to historical 
resources in the park. Both No Project alternatives (No Development and 
Central Mesa Precise Plan; Alternatives #1 and #2) would avoid significant 
impacts to Land Use, Historical Resources, and Visual Quality associated 
with the proposed project’s Centennial Bridge concept.  However, these 
alternatives do not address future traffic queuing conditions which would 
worsen over time without the improvements proposed by the project. 

 
2. The deviation is the minimum necessary to afford relief and 

accommodate the development and all feasible measures to mitigate for 
loss of any portion of the historical resource have been provided by the 
applicant.  
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park and alleviate pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.  The introduction of 
the Centennial Bridge into the National Historic Landmark District and the 
El Prado Historic District is the only component that poses substantial 
adverse change to the significance of Balboa Park’s historical resources.  The 
location, configuration, and visibility of the Centennial Bridge has been 
refined as much as possible to reduce the impacts including its design to 
utilize six slender pillars to reflect similar design intent as the Cabrillo 
Bridge, increased tree plantings within Cabrillo Canyon to minimize views of 
Centennial Bridge and re-establish historic canopy per CMPP/BPMP goals, a 
pedestrian sidewalk, increased width to accommodate a shared roadway for 
bicycles, reduction of the length of Cabrillo Bridge wall to be removed, 
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converting it from a one-way to a two-way structure, and maximizing the 
distance between the Bridge and the corner of the California Building.  
Additionally, the loss of historic fabric is limited to approximately 65 feet of 
Cabrillo Bridge railing, and there would be no loss of historic fabric of the 
bridge itself. 
 
No mitigation measures are available that would reduce the impact of the 
new bridge to a less than significant level. However, Historic American 
Engineering Record (HAER) documentation for the Cabrillo Bridge is a 
permit condition.    

 
3. The denial of the proposed development would result in economic 

hardship to the owner. . For purposes of this finding, “economic 
hardship” means there is no reasonable beneficial use of a property and 
it is not feasible to derive a reasonable economic return from the 
property.  
 
The Plaza de Panama, Circulation and Parking Structure project is intended 
to restore pedestrian and park uses to the core of the Central Mesa area of 
Balboa Park, provide a net increase in parking spaces in close proximity to 
the core of the park, while also alleviating pedestrian/vehicular conflicts.   

 
Denial of the development would not allow the City to take advantage of 
donations offered to design and construct the project, as well as to fund a 
substantial portion of the development, which is estimated to cost $40 
million.  
 
While reasonable economic returns are typical considerations for private 
properties and a variety of publicly-owned properties, the desire and 
assumption of a reasonable economic return is generally not contemplated 
when considering uses of public park land, which typically contain few 
profit-making ventures.  Therefore a reasonable economic return in these 
circumstances, a public improvement in Balboa Park, is a very minimal 
amount.  The adopted plan goals for Balboa Park do not specify the 
desirability of deriving a reasonable economic return for uses within the park.  
Rather, the goals are essentially to preserve, enhance, restore, improve and 
create park features for the citizens of San Diego.    
 
Denial of the development would prevent the City from fulfilling a stated 
plan goal of providing “new and redeveloped facilities on the Central Mesa 
that will be designed to accommodate multiple uses, including special events 
and maximum public access,” due to the continued loss of the Plaza de 
Panama area to pedestrian use and the lost opportunity for additional park 
land in the location of the Organ Pavilion parking lot.  Denial of the 
development would also prevent the City from being able to return El Prado, 
Plaza de Panama, Plaza de California, and the Mall to pedestrian use without 
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conflicts with vehicles, while still providing vehicular access and parking to 
the Central Mesa, thereby preventing beneficial use of the property.  By 
restoring these areas to pedestrian uses and re-creating a grand ceremonial 
plaza for recreation and civic activities, the project creates additional park 
acreage, and ensures the continuing vitality of Balboa Park, which will 
contribute to the economic well being of the City and the region as it 
continues to attract tourists and visitors to enjoy the unique public space.  As 
discussed within the Environmental Impact Report prepared for the project 
(Item 4.4.1.7), the Plaza de Panama experiences significant 
pedestrian/vehicle conflicts.  In addition, members of the public have 
commented on seeing frequent pedestrian and car near-miss accidents almost 
daily in the park.  Without the development, the current pedestrian/vehicle 
conflicts would continue, resulting in an undesirable park experience.  There 
is a national trend toward reducing automobile and pedestrian conflicts in 
parks.  The Urban Land Institute and the Trust for Public Lands have both 
been studying this topic.   The Trust for Public Lands has established 
analytical measures that include findings regarding vehicle and parking 
issues in the nation's large parks and has found a trend toward minimizing 
vehicle/pedestrian conflicts.  Central Park and Prospect Park in New York 
have both made physical improvements in recent years to reduce or eliminate 
conflicts including removal of roads and pavements, curtailed vehicle hours 
and pedestrian safety and walkability improvements. Golden Gate Park has 
made improvements to reduce vehicle/pedestrian conflicts while 
simultaneously adding expanded museums, a parking garage and parking 
charges in the core of the park.  Chicago's Grant Park is currently in design of 
major improvements to eliminate vehicle/pedestrian conflicts while 
maintaining a massive underground parking garage beneath North Grant 
Park.    
 
It is not likely that there would be public funds available for improvements to 
resolve Balboa Park’s long-standing traffic circulation and pedestrian 
conflicts. Various studies, such as the 2004 Jones and Jones Study (City of 
San Diego Planning Commission, November 18, 2004, Resolution No. 3598-
PC) and the July 2006 Tilghman/Civitas Inc. Parking Management Action 
Plan prepared for the City Park and Recreation Department, both identify the 
existing traffic circulation and parking issues within the core of the park and 
have had no available funding to implement proposed solutions.  The Central 
Mesa Precise Plan has been in place for 20 years and no funding has been 
available to pay for the implementation of this component of the Plan.  The 
Balboa Park Plaza de Panama Project is intended to be the catalyst for private 
investment in the park, enabling the newly created Balboa Park Conservancy 
to continue such efforts. 
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The above findings are supported by the minutes, maps and exhibits, all of which 

are incorporated herein by this reference. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that Site Development Permit No. 482374 is 

granted to THE CITY OF SAN DIEGO, PARK AND RECREATION DEPARTMENT, 

Owner, and THE PLAZA DE PANAMA COMMITTEE, a 501(c)(3) non-profit entity, 

Permittee, under the terms and conditions set forth in the attached permit which is made a 

part of this resolution. 

 

Adopted on:  ________________ 
 
Internal Order No. 21002440 
 

 




